For more than twenty years medical history has been paying greater attention to the people for whom medical thought, action and effort is carried out---the patients. Primary sources, especially for the early modern period, have posed a comparatively difficult problem. Over the course of time, more or less prominent representatives of academic medicine have left behind printed works that are easily located, yet those who consulted them have generally remained silent. Gaining closeness to historical patients has proved challenging, sometimes happening only indirectly or by chance. The sources usually consulted thus far have revealed little about how patients felt and interpreted their physical circumstances and medical restrictions. It has been equally challenging to investigate how sick people perceived their own interaction with the providers of medical services.

Recently, the use in German medical history of a type of source that must be seen as a central means of communication in the eighteenth century for various social strata of European society has allowed for a qualitative leap---the private letter (Michael Stolberg, *Homo patiens*, Cologne, Böhlau, 2003). Not only did physicians and learned people interested in medicine and natural science carry on academic and professional correspondence, sick people also used their quills to write to medical experts far away. They wrote about their illnesses and asked for advice. If the person to whom the questions were addressed answered with an extensive letter interpreting the medically related problems, a "practice by post" could be established.

Marion Maria Ruisinger is the first medical historian to analyse an extensive German consultative correspondence from the eighteenth century. Her *Habilitationsschrift*, published in 2008, deals with topics in internal medicine as well as the field of surgical treatment, carried out at that time in the German speaking territories almost exclusively by artisan-practitioners. At the centre of this written exchange is the medical professor from Altdorf and later Helmstedt, Lorenz Heister (1683--1758), who enjoyed a European reputation for pragmatic authority in both areas of medicine.

Lorenz Heister carried on an extensive correspondence. The Trew Collection in the University Library in Erlangen contains 1,295 pieces of writing from the learned physician with 356 correspondents, including relevant third parties. In addition, Ruisinger has evaluated Heister's casuistic works as well as influential teaching manuals. She has succeeded in interpreting the rich correspondence in a highly convincing analysis that is well conceived and carried out. Her study can almost be seen as a reference work on patient history that, in addition, retrospectively corrects the medical and scientific historical picture of surgery in the eighteenth century and lays it out in a more nuanced manner.

Ruisinger begins her close examination of the patient's course of action before the person actually becomes a "patient", at a time when he has perceived in his unspoken feeling a change in health and has construed it as part of his world view. (Women made equal use of this type of treatment, for ease of reading, however, the masculine form has been used in this review.) The person first becomes "ill" after he has begun to see the sickness in himself. Thereafter he can take refuge in medication or other therapeutic measures, receive medical aid in his private circle and finally enter the contemporary market of healers where he can act in a relatively self-determined manner. If he feels that the indications and suggestions for treatment are too confusing or contradictory or if an invasive surgical measure is being discussed, the person, perhaps having already been declared a "patient" by a local healer, finally calls on Heister for his written external medical authority. At this point a "practice by post" can begin.

Ruisinger's approach proves of value especially in the elaboration of the great variety of functions that such a consultative correspondence could have for the participants. By using the highly productive term "self-fashioning" (Stephen Greenblatt, *The improvisation of power*, Chicago University Press, 1980), the author succeeds in describing a broad spectrum of demands, instrumentalizations and self and third-party ascriptions made by the patient and the distant medical expert that are interdependent and overlapping.

In her analysis of the consultative correspondence of Lorenz Heister, Ruisinger construes the continued "practice by post" as a win-win situation for the patient as well as the distant expert. For both protagonists, it represents an essential moment in the strengthening and preservation of both positions in the discourse on health in the eighteenth century. The patient plays a strong, self-determined role, even in the event that the distant medical authority and the patient actually meet and the patient is examined. The symmetry is not broken until the patient goes under the knife. This surgical measure, as shown most impressively in Ruisinger's study, is the last option in a therapeutic process that always started conservatively by applying internal measures of treatment. For a short time, during surgery, the patient and physician are on differing levels. Yet the patient always agrees voluntarily and explicitly to the operation. Informed consent is a reality in Heister's surgical practice.

Ruisinger's study stands out on account of its rich array of sources and the exceptionally concise evaluation of these sources that are also interpreted on a gender basis wherever possible. The work's analytical structure is well thought through and the style is a pleasure to read with its good dosage of original quotations from both patients and their physicians. This monograph opens the door for international comparative studies on the worlds of patients in the eighteenth century.
